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COMMENT | The integrity of the Malaysian government's strong rhetorical support 
for the safety and protection of Myanmar's beleaguered Rohingya minority got 
put to the test last week. And Malaysia failed to deliver. 

On dangerously overcrowded boats, hundreds of Rohingya seeking refuge in the 
country from oppression and violence in Myanmar's Rakhine state learned that the 
hard way. 

When they entered Malaysian territorial waters after making their perilous journey 
from Myanmar, Malaysian naval craft intercepted them, denied them permission 
to come ashore, and steered them back to open sea. 

The official justification for that blatant denial of the universal right to seek asylum 
for a cruelly persecuted minority? The government's concerns that 
"undocumented migrants who try to enter Malaysia either by land or sea will bring 
(Covid-19) into the country." 
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The authorities did so despite the fact that those fleeing persecution are protected 
under international law, and the United Nations Refugee Agency (UNHCR) has 
confirmed that countries must not deny entry to asylum seekers solely because of 
the Covid-19 pandemic. 

All states have an obligation to address legitimate concerns about transmission of 
the novel coronavirus during this pandemic. But that should not be a pretext to 
deny refugees the right of asylum. 

Malaysian authorities could and should have tested the Rohingya refugees for 
coronavirus and then appropriately isolated or quarantined them to prevent 
possible transmission of the virus. 

Instead of undertaking such basic screening measures that would have ensured 
both Malaysian public health imperatives and the lives of the Rohingya refugees, 
the navy forced them to continue their perilous journey in search of safe harbour. 

The dangers that the Rohingya face when they flee Myanmar by sea cannot be 
underestimated. The Bangladeshi coast guard reported on April 16 that at least 60 
Rohingya died and hundreds of others were found starving on a boat that had 
previously been turned away from Malaysia. 

In 2015, intolerable conditions in Myanmar prompted thousands of Rohingya to 
attempt to flee the country by boat to neighbouring Malaysia and Thailand. A 
humanitarian crisis ensued when authorities in those countries denied them entry, 
resulting in an estimated 8,000 Rohingya stranded at sea for weeks after their 
smuggler boat crews abandoned them. 



The timing of the Rohingya refugees' arrival to Malaysia this month coincides with 
an escalating Myanmar military offensive in Rakhine and Chin states. The Myanmar 
military, or Tatmadaw, claims to target the insurgent Arakan Rohingya Salvation 
Army, which is seeking to establish a breakaway Rohingya state. 
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The Tatmadaw is notorious for egregious abuses of the rights of Myanmar's ethnic 
minority populations and the offensive has already reportedly claimed the lives of 
eight civilians in Rakhine. 

Malaysia's unwillingness to provide refuge for the fleeing Rohingya is incongruous 
with its official expressions of support for the persecuted minority in the wake of 
widespread and systematic violence against the group by Myanmar security forces 
in Rakhine in 2017. 

Then foreign minister Saifuddin Abdullah issued an unambiguous call in June 2019 
for the perpetrators of that slaughter "to be brought to justice." Then prime 
minister Dr Mahathir Mohamad declared a month later that the Rohingya were the 
victims of a "genocide" that merited them their own sovereign "self-governing 
territory." 

Mahathir declared in September 2019 that the Rohingya had been targets of 
Myanmar government "institutionalised terrorism," that included "mass killings, 
systematic rape and other gross violations of human rights (that) resulted in 
Rohingya fleeing the country en masse." 

New Prime Minister Muhyiddin Yassin, who took office in March, should not only 
repeat those assertions of support for the Rohingya, but bridge the gap between 
that rhetoric and action by accepting desperate Rohingya asylum seekers onto 
Malaysian soil. 

Muhyiddin has an opportunity to demonstrate that states can and should balance 
public health concerns during the pandemic with the essential duty of every state 
to respect the right of asylum for victims of persecution. 

The Rohingya risking their lives to flee oppression and violence in Myanmar 
deserve nothing less. 


PHELIM KINE is the director of research and investigations at Physicians for Human 
Rights in New York City. 

Keep up with the latest information on the outbreak in the country with 
Malaysiakini's free Covid-19 tracker. 

Malaysiakini is providing free access to the most important updates on the 
coronavirus pandemic. You can find them here. 
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Jay 

3 days ago (Edited) 

The vast majority of 
Malaysians fully support the 
actions of our Government. 
It's easy to be an armchair 
critic. At the moment, the 
country has far bigger things 
to worry about! There are 
enough of our own destitute 
citizens fighting for their next 
meal. 

Share® 


Apache 

3 days ago 

Kine, tell your so called 
Greatest American 
Chimpanzee President to 
dismantle the Wall borders 
with Mexico and allow the 
influx of these economic 
refugees into your country 
first before opening your 
stupid gap! 
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Kahlil Gibran 

3 days ago 

Kine may not share 
President Trumps 
views. Many people do 
not. 

Share® 


Anonymous_1543475877 
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Mr Kine. Malaysian ministers 
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spoke up for the Rohingya. 
They never invited them to 
come to Malaysia illegally in 
rickety boats. Myanmar 
claims they are actually 
Banglas. 

The Malaysian navy did 
more than what you claim. 
They made sure their boats 
were seaworthy, they 
supplied enough water and 
food and politely explained to 
them to apply for entry the 
proper way. The country was 
now at war. 

Mahathir and Hadi are 
respected Muslim leaders. 
You should join with them to 
request Muslim countries to 
take these poor refugees into 
a friendly Islamic country. 

I do not know how you got 
into the US. Donald Trump 
would also bar illegal 
immigrants. 
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Anonymous #95676433 

3 days ago 

Khalil Gibran, you are 
nothing but a hypocrite. You 
argue with lofty principles, 
but did your own PM Dr 
Mahathir not turn back the 
Vietnamese refugees by 
threatening to "SHOOT" 
them when they were 
approaching the East 
Coast??? Why, was it 
because they were not 
Muslims but Buddhists? 

And why talk of not being fair 
to these "stateless" when 
Chinese and Indians who 
have lived here for decades, 
working hard and 
contributing to our economy, 
are being insulted by being 
asked to "go back to China" 
(or India) again and again. 
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Kahlil Gibran 
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were coming to our 
shores I was rather 
young to even know 
about it but as usual Dr 
M is a bigot....and loud 
mouth and I have never 
been his fan like you 
all. But never the less 
UNHCR did set up a 
refugee center in 
Malaysia and from this 
refugee centre many 
went on to third 
countries. We must 
remember that the 
Vietnamese have a 
country and they are 
not stateless they have 
a 

motherland...Rohingya 
have nothing. I will 
never deny that the 
Indians and Chinese 
are treated as 2nd 
class citizens in 
Malaysia... it was the 
ideology and the 
creation Dr Mahathir 
called the Tetuan 
Melayu. The Tetuan 
Melayu is Dr Mahathir's 
Brian child.. But yet in 
the 14 GE... 98% 

Chinese and 75% 

Indians voted for Dr 
Mahathir.. What can I 
do when people are so 
stupid...??? 
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Anonymous8008 

3 days ago (Edited) 

Vietnamese, 

Chinese, indians, 
thai, whatever race, 
are everywhere, 
globally. They are 
peaceful folks who 
don't bomb their host 
countries (eg ask 
France, UK, etc) and 
they don't demand 
host country's 
canteens not to sell 
certain food, etc etc. 

Oz is right to stop 

them in thoir trarkc 
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and turn back their 
boats, after they 
realise more and 
more cells are 
pooping up.. 
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Kahlil Gibran 
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Rohingya's did 
not place bombs 
in trance...it was 
the Arabs... 

Share® 


MS 

3 days ago 

There are many 
Rohingya homeless 
in the Selayang area 
in KL. Please take 
some of them into 
your house, feed 
them, give them a 
roof over their heads 
and set an example 
for all other 
Malaysians who are 
heartless. 

Can or not? You can 


https://www.malaysiakini.com/news/521398 


7/7 



